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Get the facts-an then act":
How Marjorie H. Carr and Florida Defenders
of the Environment Fought to Save the
Ocklawaha River
by Frederick R.Davis
ut that is the key to success in any conservation
effort. Get the facts-and then act. Get all possible
information pertaining to all the different facets of
the problem, making sure to differentiate between facts
and someone's opinion or interpretation of those facts.
Once you have surveyed the assembled informationdependable information-your most effective course of
action is usually quite obvious. If you get the facts, the
press will tell your story, government agencies will take
action, legal suits can be documented-and Presidents
may even intervene on your behalf. -Marjorie H. Carr'
Self described as a "Micanopy housewife," Marjorie Harris
Carr seemed an unlikely candidate to develop and lead a successful grassroots campaign to save the Ocklawaha River and the
-

Frederick R Davis is assistant professor of history and the history and philosophy
of science at Florida State University. He is currently completing a biography of
Archie and Majorie Carr. An earlier version was presented at the Allen Morris
Conference on the History of Florida and the Atlantic World in February 2004.
1. Majorie H. Carr, "The Fight to Save the Ocklawaha River," paper presented
to the 12th Biennial Sierra Club Wilderness Conference in Washington, D.C.,
25 September 1971," Florida Defenders of the Environment Papers,
Department of Special Collections, George A. Smathers Library, University of
Florida. Gainesville.
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wilderness surrounding it against the Army Corps of Engineers'
federally mandated Cross-Florida Barge Canal. In spearheading
the "Fight to Save the Ocklawaha," Carr revealed an innate sense
of how to present environmental science to the public, the media,
and legislators in a way that swayed opinion.
Carr's persuasiveness rested on three fundamental and related
values. First, she cherished wilderness and believed that Florida's
wildlands and wildlife deserved protection from the onslaught of
economic development. Second, she was committed to the idea
that organized groups could influence policy. Third, and most
important, Carr believed that science (and, by extension, scientists) could change environmental legislation. These three values
(conservation, political activism, and faith in the transformative
value of science) inspired Carr's efforts to stop the Cross-Florida
Barge Canal and save the Ocklawaha River. Moreover, as indicated in the opening quotation, Carr argued that any campaign
would do well to incorporate similar values. Originally deeply held
personal convictions, those values became key components of
Carr's successful environmental campaign.*
Born in Massachusetts on March 26, 1915, Marjorie Harris's
love of Florida's natural history began in 1920, when her family
moved permanently to Bonita Springs in Lee County. She recalled
riding to school on horseback surrounded by the flora and fauna
of south Florida. Even at a young age, Harris became aware of the
absence of herons and egrets that had been decimated by the
plume trade. Her interest in nature continued in college as a student at the Florida State College for Women, now Florida State
University. Carr had initially planned to study zoology, but her
interests soon broadened to include botany: "I wanted to work
with whole, live animals, preferably birds, in their natural surroundings. Fortunately, I came under the direction of an outstanding teacher, Dr. Edza Mae Deviney, who guided and advised
me during my undergraduate years. The zoology department
offered only a few field courses, such as ornithology and marine
2.

3.

Several recent historians of environmentalismin the United States have cited
the fight to save the Ocklawaha as an early success stoty. See Samuel P. Hays,
A Histmy of Envinmntatal Politics s i w 1945 (Pittsburgh, Penn., 2000), 95; Hal
K. Rothman, The Greening ofa Nation? Environmentalism in the United States since
1945 (Fort Worth, Texas, 1998), 117.
Marjorie H. Carr, "Foreword,"in Ecosystenw of Flmida, ed. Ronald L. Myers and
John J. Ewe1 (Orlando, Ha., 1990), xii.
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invertebrates, but the botany department under the direction of
Dr. Herman Kurz provided a stimulating, even exciting, experie n ~ e . "Through
~
Kurz's courses, Harris learned about forest types
and their evolution, as well as the importance of fire to renewing
ecosystems. She described her studies as "enormously satisfying":
"What a pleasure it was to go into the woods and fields and, by recognizing a set of characteristic key plants, be able to put a name to
a particular association of plants. It was thrilling to look at a landscape and think perhaps you knew its past history and its future.
The ability to 'read' a landscape provides the kind of pleasure that
comes from a knowledge of Bach or Shakespeare or Van GO^^."^
The New Deal South offered opportunities to people knowledgeable about Florida's flora and fauna.5 During the summers of
1934 and 1935, Harris designed and taught a field course for Lee
County children with support from the New Deal's National Youth
Administration. Upon receiving her B.S. degree in 1936, she hired
as a wildlife technician at a Welaka fish hatchery as part of the
Resettlement Administration, also under the New Deal. Harris was
the first woman hired by the federal government in this capacity.
During a trip to the University of Florida, Majorie met Archie
Carr, who would later join the university faculty and become one
The two young natuof the world's authorities on herpet~logy.~
ralists fell in love and married in 1937. Marjorie Harris Carr went
on to complete a master's degree in zoology at the university with
a thesis on the breeding biology of bass.' She later published her
findings in the Proceedings of the New England Zoological Club. During
nearly five years in Honduras (where her husband taught at the
Escuela Agricola Panamerica), she completed much of her
research for a planned doctoral dissertation on the birds of
Honduras, but she also had four children with which to contend
(and a fifth child arrived after the Carrs returned to Gainesville).
4.
5.

6.

7.

Ibid., xiii.
See Albert E. Cowdrey, This Land, This South: An Envimmental History, rev.
ed., N m Perspectives on the Sozlth (Lexington, Ky., 1996); Bruce J. Schulman,
From Cotton Belt to Sunbelt: Federal Policy, Economic Development, and the
Tramf-tion
of the South, 1938-1 980 (New York, 1991).
See Frederick R. Davis, "A Naturalist's Place: Archie Carr and the Nature of
Florida," in Paradise Lost? The Environmental History of Jbridu, ed.Jack E. Davis
and Raymond Arsenault (forthcoming, Gainesville, Fla., 2005).
Marjorie H. Carr, "The Breeding Habits, Embryology, and Larval
Development of the Large-Mouthed Black Bass in Florida,"Proceedings ofthe
N m England Zoological Club 20 (1942): 43-77.
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For much of 1940s and the 1950s, she concentrated her efforts on
family while remaining active in the Gainesville Garden Club and
co-founding the Alachua Audubon Society (the Gainesville chap
ter of the Florida Audubon Society and the National Audubon
Society). Carr's interest in science and conservation continued to
grow and develop, and she participated in several conservation-oriented campaigns.
In the late 1950s, Carr served as roadside development chairman of the Gainesville Garden C l ~ b The
. ~ Florida Department of
Transportation had initiated a program of setting aside roadsides
as preserves. With the help of other garden club members, Carr
had the roadside along S.R. 441 through Paynes Prairie preserved.
Ironically, since Paynes Prairie was privately owned, the preserve
designation applied only to areas immediately adjacent to the
highway. Once a sign indicated the preserve, however, Carr knew
that the psychological effect could result in the entire prairie
becoming a preserve. In 1970, the Florida Department of the
Environment bought the rest of Paynes Prairie and established it
as a state park.g
Along with H.K. Wallace (one of Archie Carr's colleagues in
the Department of Zoology), and Enid and John Mahon, Majorie
Carr founded the Alachua Audubon Society in 1960. At about the
same time, the University of Florida decided to drain Lake Alice
(formerlyJonah's Pond), a large pond located a mile or so from
the center of campus. Joined by zoology faculty members, Carr
and the Alachua Audubon Society interceded in the proposal to
drain Lake Alice. Archie Carr later opposed another initiative that
would have damaged the lake.1°
During the fall of 1962, the Alachua Audubon Society sponsored a series of evening programs on Florida's environmental
problems. On November 8, 1962, the program was titled "The
Effects of the Cross-Florida Barge Canal on Wildlife and
Wilderness," featuring Dr. John Wakefield of the Florida State
For analysis of garden clubs and environmentalism, see Jack E. Davis, "Up
from the Sawgrass: Majory Stoneman Douglas and the Influence of Female
Activism in Florida Conservation," in Making Waves: Female Activists in
Twentieth-Century Florida, ed. Jack E. Davis and Kari A. Frederickson
(Gainesville,Fla., 2003), 14'7-76.
9. Everett Caudle, "Marjorie Carr Interview,"24 April 1989, transcript, Samuel
Proctor Oral History Program, University of Florida, Gainesville, Ha.
10. Ibid.
8.
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Board of Conservation and Dr. Robert F. Klant of the Florida
Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission. Marjorie Carr recalled,
"The talks they made seemed to be straight-forward accounts of
the construction plans for the canal, and of the economic benefits
to be expected from this massive federal project. They reassured
us of the concern the Corps of Engineers held for the sanctity of
the Floridan aquifer, and of their admiration for the beauty and
integrity of the Ocklawaha River."" While the presentations were
polished and included slides and charts, the audience remained
skeptical. Carr remembered that science was at the core of questions posed by the audience: "However, Gainesville is a university
town, and many of our Audubon members are professors who have
a habit of questioning and testing statements. A blizzard of questions followed the presentation-questions about the economics
of the project, about the effects of construction on the geology,
hydrology and ecology of the canal project area. These were questions for which the government speakers had no satisfactory
answers. The audience that had come to the meeting with a completely neutral attitude toward the canal project went away that
evening disturbed, uneasy, and determined to find out more about
the probable effects of the CFBC on the Florida ~ n v i r o n m e n t . " ~ ~
At the time, Carr could not have predicted that the Cross-Florida
Barge Canal would ultimately place her at the center of a major
grassroots environmental campaign.13
The idea of a canal across Florida stretches back to the arrival
of Europeans in Florida. Spanish and English explorers and
colonists had sought a water route across the peninsula. When
Florida joined the United States in 1821, hopes for a canal were
renewed, but a federal survey conducted in 1829 declared the
effort impracticable, a conclusion reinforced by five additional surveys. By 1900, many believed that the cost of a canal would signif-

11. Carr, "The Fight to Save the Ocklawaha River," 2.
12. Ibid., 2-3.
13. Unlike Archie Carr, who has attracted little historical analysis, Marjorie Carr's
efforts on behalf of the Ocklawaha River have been the focus of several studies. See Lee Irby, "A Passion for Wild Things: Majorie Harris Carr and the
Fight to Free a River,"in Davis and Frederickson, eds., Making Waves, 177-96;
idem, "'The Big Ditch:' The Rise and Fall of the CrossFlorida Barge Canal,"
in Davis and Arsenault, eds., Paradise Lostc Sallie R Middleton, "Cutting
through Paradise: A Political History of the Cross-FloridaBarge Canaln (Ph.D.
diss., Florida International University, 2001) .

Published by STARS, 2004

5

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 83 [2004], No. 1, Art. 6

icantly outweigh the benefits. The dream remained, however,
because in theory such a canal would save hundreds of miles of
travel around the peninsula in order to reach the Gulf of Mexico.
Moreover, it would enable ships to avoid treacherous coral reefs
near the Florida Keys.
Consequently, the United States Congress considered construction of a ship canal during the late 1930s when the House
Committee on Rivers and Harbors reported on H.R. 6150, a bill
for the Completion of the Construction of the Atlantic-Gulf Ship
Canal across Florida. The committee's report cited economic and
strategic justifications for construction: "This project is designed
primarily to facilitate, safeguard and cheapen the commerce
between the Mississippi Valley and Gulf States on the one hand
and the States of the Atlantic seaboard on the other, and to serve
as an important element in the national defense by safeguarding
the transportation or water-borne troops, munitions, and supplies
in time of war, and to serve as a connecting link between the intracoastal waterway system of the Atlantic seaboard and that of the
Gulf of Mexico."14 Yet, historian Lee Irby has emphasized the distinction between the originally conceived "ship" canal requiring a
depth of thirty-five feet and the later proposed "barge" canal,
which at a depth of twelve feet was too shallow for most freighters
and military boats. Thus, a barge canal would have limited strategic utility. l5
In September 1935, President Franklin Roosevelt authorized
$5 million towards an estimated $146 million to build the canal.
However, opposition from Congress stopped construction in the
followingJune. Three years later, Roosevelt lobbied Congress on
behalf of the canal: "It has long been my belief that a Florida Ship
Canal will be built one of these days and that the building of it is
justified today by commercial and military needs."16 But there
were practical concerns about canal construction. The American
Fruit Growers and other companies with economic interests
opposed the proposed canal route, citing a report by the Army
Corps of Engineers: "A sea-level canal might open underground
14. U.S. Congress, House, Report of the Committee on Rivers and Harbors on H . R
6150: A bill for the completion of the construction of the Atlantic-Gulf Ship Canal,
75th cong., 1st sess., House Doc. 950 (8June 1937).
15. Irby, "A Passion for Wild Things," 182-83.
16. Franklin D. Roosevelt to Joseph J. Mansfield, 16January 1939, Series 201, Box
53, Folder 11, Claude Pepper Library, Florida State University, Tallahassee.
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channels in the Ocala limestone of such size and extent as would
drain a wide area, with consequent extensive damage to groundwater supplies."17Even the Corps of Engineers acknowledged possibly significant economic repercussions: "Responsibility for the
indirect damage which might result from an impairment of the
water supplies is beyond the financial resources of any organized
taxing district."18 On May 10, 1939, the Miami HeraZd ran a political cartoon under the title "The only pleased customers." It
depicted an alligator toasting a sea turtle, "Here's to Senator
Pepper," and the turtle responding "-And the pretty canal he's
building for us," implying that animals were more likely to benefit
from the canal than humans.lg "Senator Pepper" referred to
Claude Denison Pepper, United States Senator representing
Florida from 1936 to 1950, who actively supported the canal.
During World War 11, he and other canal supporters in Congress
added a provision for the construction of a barge canal across
Florida to an otherwise innocuous rivers and harbors bill. Passed
in 1942, the law provided for the development of a canal without
appropriating funds for its constru~tion.~~
Development of the Florida barge canal progressed slowly.
President Harry S. Truman called for Defense Department evaluation of the strategic potential of the canal, but the Joint Chiefs of
Staff dismissed the canal's potential defensive usefulness. In 1954,
the Army Corps of Engineers undertook yet another cost-benefit
analysis, which for the first time revealed a positive ratio of 1.05 to
1. Critics expressed skepticism of the economic benefits with such
a narrow margin, however. Canal boosters rallied renewed s u p
port around two new concerns: Fidel Castro's rise to power in
Cuba, and rapid population growth in Florida (by 1960, the twelfth
largest state). John F. Kennedy's presidential campaign embraced
the idea of the canal, and Kennedy pressed Congress to appropriate funds for its construction. In February 1964, Kennedy's successor, Lyndon B. Johnson, presided over a ceremonial dynamite
blasting that inaugurated the barge canal.*'

17. American Fruit Growers et al. to Claude Pepper, 3 April 1939, Series 201, Box
53, Folder 15, Claude Pepper Libraly.
18. Ibid.
19. "The only pleased customers," The Miami Herald, 10 May 1939.
20. Irby, "A Passion for Wild Things," 183.
21. Ibid., 18485.
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To relate the importance of the project, President Lyndon B. Johnson participated in the groundbreaking of the barge canal in Februaly 1964. Courlesy of the
Flmida Photographic Collection, Tallahassee.

After the initial Alachua Audubon Society meeting in the fall
of 1962, Marjorie Carr and other board members began gathering
facts regarding the proposed canal. When they heard that proponents of the Cross-Florida Barge Canal sought the endorsement of
sports, recreation, and conservation groups, board members lobbied for support from other conservation groups. For example,
Alachua Audubon President F.W. Hodge wrote to the President of
Florida Audubon Society calling for further action: "It is therefore
proposed that the President of the Florida Audubon Society
appoint a committee to investigate and report all factual data available on the proposed Cross-Florida Barge Canal which would be of
interest to the member chapters, either with or without a recommended course of action."22 Even though the Florida Audubon
Society discussed and approved the proposal at its October 1963
meeting, the President failed to appoint a committee of qualified
people with time to devote to the investigation. Instead, he

22. F.W. Hodge to Kenneth Morrison, President, Florida Audubon Society, 8
October 1963, Florida Defenders of the Environment Papers.
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requested that Alachua Audubon continue to report to Florida
Audubon Society. Simultaneously, another organization formed
specifically to investigate and report information on the waste of
the natural and economic resources of Florida. Incorporated in
1964, this new group called itself Citizens for the Conservation of
Florida's Natural and Economic Resources, Inc. Some of the
Alachua Audubon members who had been researching the canal
joined the new organization.23
Despite the efforts of Alachua Audubon and Citizens for the
Conservation, Florida Audubon tabled a recommendation to go
on record against the construction of the Cross-Florida Barge
Canal. Renowned nature writer and photographer Allan D.
Cruickshank described his disappointment: "Their main arguments were: (1) It was impossible to defeat any project advocated
by the Corps of Army Engineers. (2) the Florida Audubon Society
would get 'in the bad graces' of the politicians in Tallahassee. Of
course, both of these are truly ridiculous, because the Army
Engineers have often been forced to drop some of their pet projects . . . and if the F.A.S. will do only what please the State politicians, then they have sounded the death knell to a sound
conservation program."24 Frustrated by Florida Audubon's lack of
action, Majorie Carr wrote board members, reviewing the efforts
of Alachua Audubon and Citizens for the Conservation. She castigated the board reminding them that "[t]here appears to be a lack
of understanding of the basic responsibility and obligation of the
Society. From the charter of the Society and from the really fine
statements by Kenneth Morrison one would assume that the
Society regards itself as a steward of Florida wilderness and would
consider the defense of wilderness its major reason for existence.
I believe the public would expect the Society to off~ciallydeplore
and protect the destruction of any part of the Florida landscape
regardless of the reasons for its destructi~n."~~
On June 15, 1965, Marjorie Carr initiated an extended correspondence with Claude Pepper, who had been elected to the U.S.
House of Representatives in 1963 (a position he would hold until

23. Marjorie H. Carr to Mrs. Forrest, 12 February 1965, Florida Defenders of the
Environment Papers.
24. Allan D. Cruickshank to Mrs. A.F. Carr Jr., 8 February 1965, Florida
Defenders of the Environment Papers.
25. Marjorie H. Carr to Mrs. Forrest, 12 February 1965.
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The Cross-FloridaBarge Canal included the Inglis lock and the highway 19 bridge.
Canal boosters rarely missed an opportunity to promote the project and possibly
profit from it. Courtesy of the Jlmkla Photographic W c t i o n , Tallahassee.

1983). In her hand-written letter on Alachua Audubon Society stationery, Carr enumerated the unique natural characteristics of the
Ocklawaha River, the destruction that the proposed Cross-Florida
Barge Canal would cause without a change in course, the high value
placed by conservation organizations on the river, and the reason
the river was "threatened with obliteration." She signed the letter,
"Mrs. Archie Carr, Co-Chairman for Con~ervation."~~
Included in

26. Mrs. Archie Carr to Claude D. Pepper, 15 June 1965, Series 301, Box 35,
Folder 4, Claude Pepper Library.
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the envelope was a brief paper she had written titled "Notes on the
natural history of the Ocklawaha River Wilderness Area," which
included a detailed description of the river and its wildlife. In a passage that reflects her literary gift, Marjorie wrote: "From earliest
times the Oklawaha has served man as a pathway through the jungle fastness of its great tree swamp. The Indians of the time of
William Bartram, Florida's first visiting naturalist, called the river
Ockli-Waha-Great River-and it was for them an important highway and hunting ground. A hundred years ago, when most of
Florida was wild, naturalists and hunters alike regarded a trip up
the Oklawaha as an exciting and rewarding venture into wilderness.
Today, when so many of the diverse original Florida landscapes are
threatened with obliteration, the Oklawaha, in its lower reaches,
remains as it was, a dark beautiful stream, clear and free-flowing,
and now as in past times, noted for its fine fishing."27
Pepper responded with clear affirmation of his support for the
canal. "As you may know," he began, "I have had a long-standing
interest in developing the Cross-Florida Barge Canal, which 1 consider vital to our state's economic progress and to our national
security, with the minimum damage to our natural heritage, which
I consider also to be vitally important to the future of Florida as a
wonderful place to live and work."28 Through what must have
been an inadvertent misreading of Carr's script, Pepper (or a
member of his staff) addressed the letter to "Mrs. Ardill Carr."
From that point on, Carr had her official correspondence typed.
Despite her efforts and those of other conservationists, the
United States Senate appropriated ten million dollars for continued construction on the Cross-Florida Barge Canal, bringing the
total apportionment to fifteen million dollars by August 1965. The
A n n y Corps of Engineers had already turned its attention to constructing the Rodman and Eureka dams in the Ocklawaha River
Valley. Given that the Corps planned to fill these contracts by
January 1966, the environmentalists intensified their campaign.
By the fall of 1965, the Federated Conservation Council-a
coalition of sixteen different non-profit organizations including
Garden Clubs, Women's Clubs, Audubon Society chapters, envi27. Majorie H. Carr, "Notes on the natural history of the Oklawaha River wilderness area,"Series 301, Box 35, Folder 4, Claude Pepper Library.
28. Claude Pepper to Mrs. Ardill Carr, 29 June 1965, Series 301, Box 35, Folder
4, Claude Pepper Library.
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Images of clear-cut deforestation, like this photograph of the clearing of land for
the Rodman Reservoir, galvanized environmental opponents of the Cross-Florida
Barge Canal in the 1960s. Courtesy of the Florida Photographu Collection, Tallahassee.

ronmental education groups, and even river and fishing clubshad joined the campaign to protect the Ocklawaha River.
Marjorie Carr and the Alachua Audubon Society continued to
spearhead the fight. Their arguments revolved around several key
points. First, Alachua Audubon argued that the Army Corps could
re-route the canal to minimize its impact on the Ocklawaha River
Valley. As planned, the canal would "obliterate 45 miles of the
river and destroy, by flooding, over 27,000 acres of the biologically important, wet hardwood forest of the river valley."29 Second,
plans for the reactivated project had not received a public hearing
or review by any state or federal agency concerned with natural
resources. In light of these objections, Alachua Audubon called
on the Army Corps of Engineers and the Canal Authority to hold
a public hearing prior to December 1,1965 in Ocala or Gainesville

29. Marjorie H. Carr to Senator George Smathers, 21 October 1965, Florida
Defenders of the Environment Papers.
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The Corps cr usrler crawler," a three-hundred-ton specially designed machine,
cleared land for the Rodman Reservoir and canal right-of-way. It captr~redthe p u b
lic imagination as to the speed and scale of the project. Courlv.qy of the Florida
Phologrnphir Colktio?~,fi~1lahns.s~~.

(the major towns nearest to the Ocklawaha) in order to hear statements regarding the realignment of that part of the canal that
stretched between Silver Springs and the St. Johns River. The new
route became known as "Mrs. Carr's Route." With an innate sense
of politics, Carr and Alachua Audubon avoided negative press by
asking only for an alternate route rather than calling for the canal
to be stopped altogether. In August, the Florida Audubon Society
published a lengthy review of the beauty of the Ocklawaha River in
The M a Naturalist. Cam contributed a lyrical description of the
ecology of the river, and the issue included several testimonials.
The editors also provided a poem by Sidney Lanier, who once
called the Ocklawaha "the sweetest water lane in the world."30
Despite repeated calls for a public hearing, state officials
refused to acknowledge the environmentalists until December
1965when U.S. Senator George Smathers suggested that the annual water resources meeting in Tallahassee would be an appropriate
venue for a discussion of the construction of the Cross-Florida
30. Sidney Lanier, "From Sidney Lanier," The k M d a Naturalist 38 (1965): 1.
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Barge Canal. The hearing was scheduled for January 25, 1966.
Cam canvassed for support by publicizing the event through various Florida conservation groups and garden clubs. In addition,
the Audubon Society rented a post office box in Gainesville and
solicited letters in support of the preservation of the Ocklawaha
River by mail. In less than three weeks, more than one thousand
letters arrived expressing support.31 Meanwhile, the Canal
Authority conscripted supporters from city commissions, chambers of commerce, and pilot and propeller clubs. Most of those
who filled the well of the hall in the old capitol were canal s u p
porters while the environmentalists filled the perimeter and the
gallery.
Roughly 350 environmentalists made the trip to Tallahassee
at their own expense. According to Carr, only one government
official, Tom Adams (Secretary of State and Vice President of the
Water Resources Congress), showed up for the hearing.
Although conservation groups were scheduled to give presentations in the afternoon, canal supporters held the floor until the
early evening. Once they relinquished the floor, the conservation groups spoke until 9:30, presenting evidence for the alternate route and arguing eloquently for preservation of the
Ocklawaha River and the wilderness that surrounded it.
Examples from both canal supporters and opponents appeared
in a documentary called "Pork Barrel and Pheasant Feathers."
Canal supporters argued the alleged economic benefits of the
canal and their faith in the wisdom of the Army Corps of
Engineers to determine the best possible route. After one environmentalist spoke, Adams dismissively noted, "We have a
responsibility that goes beyond emotion."32
Conservationists left Tallahassee confident that they had made
a strong case for the alternate route before the Water Resources
Committee. To the considerable chagrin of Carr and others, however, they heard a report that the committee had met at eleven in
the morning, which is to say,
to the public hearing, and voted
to continue the barge canal along the original route. The committee had dismissed the testimony of conservation groups before
31. Marion S. Hodge to Mrs. Lyndon B. Johnson, 1June 1966, Series 301, Box 36,
Folder 3, Claude Pepper Library.
32. Pork Baml and Pheasant Feathers, prod. Holly Fisher, dir. Roman Slezas, 27
mins., Fisher-Slezas Films, 1966, videocassette.
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hearing it!33 Although the decision was a serious blow to the confidence of the Florida environmentalists, the hearing served as a
watershed in the history of Florida's environmental movement.
Environmentalists from all over the state had coordinated and
descended upon the state capitol to protect Florida's wilderness.
On March 10, 1966, the Army Corps awarded construction
contracts for Rodman Dam on the Ocklawaha River. The press
release claimed that the contract had been delayed until the
results of the public hearing could be reviewed. It also explained
that Governor Haydon Burns and his cabinet had "found no evidence to justify a reversal of past actions by the State in supporting
construction of the canal along its presently authorized route. The
Board of Conservation took unanimous action in stating that moving the canal away from the Ocklawaha River would substantially
reduce public recreational values and cause a large loss of water
conservation storage. It noted, further, that every Florida legislature for the past 65 years has supported the Canal and that no
objections to its routing had been raised in previous hearings.""
While the Alachua Audubon and other groups had had an opportunity to voice their concerns, the Army Corps had no intention of
acting on them.
Marjorie Carr heard of the press release through Claude
Pepper who, while remaining a staunch proponent of the canal,
qualified that support and complimented Carr's efforts: "I would
not want anything to occur to impede or delay the construction of
the Canal. But I certainly want to preserve the natural beauty of
the area in every way possible and will personally support any reasonable adjustment in the route of the Canal and any reasonable
additional expenses to preserve the natural beauty of the territory
affected. . . . I certainly commend you upon the valiant fight you
are making to preserve the beauty of the ~ c k l a w a h a . " ~In~
response, Carr forwarded a letter that she had written Senator Pat
McNamara, Chairman of the Senate Committee of Public Works,

33. Leslie Kemp Poole, interview with Marjorie H. Carr, 18 October 1990, 10,
Florida Defenders of the Environment Office, Gainesville.
34. Department of the Army, "Contractawarded for Rodman Dam, Cross-Florida
Barge Canal" press release, 10 March 1966, 2, Series 301, Box 4, Folder 749,
Claude Pepper Library.
35. Claude Pepper to Mrs. Archie Carr, 24 March 1966, Series 301, Box 35, Folder
4, Claude Pepper Library.
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in which she carefully dissected the Army Corps' December 1965
promise of a "detailed study of an alternate route." According to
Carr, the Corps had produced a rough cost estimate rather than a
detailed study, which required scientific field surveys and detailed
cost estimate^.^^
Given the general indifference of various elected officials, Carr
decided to take her case for the Ocklawaha preservation case to a
higher level. In March 1966, she and the Alachua Audubon conservation board wrote two letters to Lyndon B. Johnson. When the
President did not respond, Marion S. Hodge sent a letter on behalf
of Alachua Audubon to Lady Bird Johnson, including excerpts
from over one thousand letters of support for Ocklawaha preservation. Given her extensive work on the Highway Beautification
Act of 1965, the First Lady was a potentially influential contact.57
But in mid-1966, she was more concerned with her husband's
health. Without intervention, the Army Corps of Engineers
resumed its construction, exploding red, white, and blue smoke
bombs to celebrate the event. From 1966 to 1968, construction
continued. As the conservationists predicted, completion and s u b
sequent flooding of the Rodman Dam in November 1968
destroyed five thousand acres of forest.
Despite considerable damage to the Ocklawaha, Marjorie Carr
continued collecting documents and developing strategies for a
renewed effort. In 1968, fully cognizant that it was an election
year, she and the Alachua Audubon Conservation Committee
launched a new campaign explicitly political in nature. On
January 26, Carr wrote Randoph Hodges, Director of the Florida
Board of Conservation, opposing congressional authorization for
the Intracoastal Waterway from St. Marks to Tampa Bay (the socalled "missing link"). Carr related the missing link to the
Ocklawaha, underscoring the importance of scientific study. "The
lessons learned by Florida conservationists during the long and
frustrating endeavor to save the OKLAWAHA RIVER from the
needless destruction caused by the construction of the CrossFlorida Barge Canal through the river valley have not been forgot-

36. Marjorie H. Carr to U.S. Senator Pat McNamara, 31 March 1966, Series 301,
Box 4, Folder 479, Claude Pepper Libra~y.
37. See Lewis L. Gould, Lady BirdJohnson and the Environment (Lawrence, Kans.,
1988); idem, Lady Bird Johnson: OUT E n v i r o n m h l First Lady (Lawrence,
Kans., 1999).
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ten," she warned; "Florida has lost the Oklawaha because appropriate studies in the broad field of biology were not made prior to
the selection of the route of the
It was an example of
positive transference, whereby Carr took a negative experience
and transferred its lesson to affect a positive outcome. But her
statement was a mere warning shot of a new fight for saving the
Ocklawaha, in which Carr would marshal scientific evidence and
force politicians to engage environmental debates by publicizing
their views.
On October 27,1968, the Miami Herald reported the results of
a questionnaire circulated among Florida politicians by the
Federated Conservation Council. The survey included twenty conservation issues, addressing everything from limestone mining to
stronger protection for alligator^.^^ In their responses, both candidates for the U.S. Senate expressed support for the Cross-Florida
Barge Canal. Yet, the results of the questionnaire were less significant than the clear intention of conservationists to politicize environmental issues and publicize the results. If politicians ignored
the fight to save the Ocklawaha River, they did so at their peril.
Moreover, Carr and other conservationists planned to make the
environmental positions of state and local politicians a matter of
public record.
Early in 1969, an article appeared in Sports Illustrated about
Victor J. Yannacone Jr., legal counsel for the Environmental
Defense Fund, and the suit brought against the state of New York
over the use of the pesticide DDT. Carr recalled that someone in
the Department of Zoology had shown the magazine to Archie.
She contacted another Alachua Audubon member who, in turn,
called the lawyers at EDF. Upon meeting with committee members in Gainesville, EDF agreed to argue the legal case if the
Audubon Society would build the scientific foundation.
Later, EDF recommended that Carr and the members of the
conservation board of Alachua Audubon form a separate organization around the fight to save the Ocklawaha. In July, the Florida
Defenders of the Environment was established. The name pleased
the founders since its acronym (FDE) was the opposite of EDF.
38. Marjorie H. Cam to The Honorable Randolph Hodges. 26 January 1968,
Florida Defenders of the Environment Papers.
39. Hunter George, "Lake Protection gets Poll's Nod," The Miami Herald, 27
October 1968.
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William Partington took leave from his position as Assistant
Executive Director of the Florida Audubon Society to become
FDE's first chairman, and Cam agreed to serve as the vice-chairperson. A well-known Florida radio personality, Arthur Godfrey,
became honorary chairman for publicity purposes.
As its first task, FDE prepared "The Environmental Impact of
the Cross-Florida Barge Canal on the Ocklawaha River Regional
Ecosystem." The report studied the project from the viewpoints of
geology, hydrology, ecology, economics, land-use planning,
anthropology, and environmental quality. Most of the chapters
were written by University of Florida professors, including Archie
Carr who co-authored the chapter on vegetation of the Ocklawaha
Regional Ecosystem. The authors' credentials and their attention
to making the report accessible to lay readers ensured that the
FDE report would serve as a model for later environmental impact
statements. E.O. Wilson, Harvard biologist and a friend of the
Carrs, wrote to Majorie and commended her. "This is a superb
report," he applauded, "one which sets new standards in conservation efforts. It shows how to match and exceed the expertise of the
engineers but with the full view of environmental impact added to
the cost-benefit analysis. It cannot be ignored."40 Wilson had c a p
tured the essence of Carr's campaign to counter engineering
expertise with scientific expertise in light of environmental impact
and cost-benefit analysis. He offered to sign his name to further
petitions on behalf of FDE.
While FDE scientists worked on the environmental impact
statement, EDF filed a U.S. District Court suit on September 16, on
behalf of the people of the United States to restrain the Secretary
of the Army and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers from further
construction on the barge canal until all evidence had been heard.
EDF's suit raised numerous issues that would be developed in
FDE's impact statement, such as invasive and exotic aquatic vegetation, geological problems, and value of the wilderness area. In
addition to EDF's suit, Silver Springs, a major tourist destination,
raised more than forty questions in circuit court regarding the
CFBC's impact on fish, wildlife habitats, water purity, and land.41
40. Edward 0. Wilson to Marjorie Carr, 1 May 1970, Florida Defenders of the
Environment Papers.
41. William M. Partington, "Oklawaha-The Fight is on Again!," The Living
Wildenzess, autumn 1969, 22.
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Another facet of the renewed campaign to save the Ocklawaha
involved public outreach through the media. While the original
campaign focused on politicians, it had neglected the critical component of popular support. Several articles addressed the impact
of the CFBC on the Ocklawaha. The most widely distributed of
these appeared in K e a h ' s Dipst under the title, "Rape on the
Oklawaha." Despite its prurient title, the article concisely
described the river, the development of the CFBC, and several
courses of action including "Save the Oklawaha," "Curb the
Engineers," "Change the System," and "Conservationists,
Less widely distributed but more detailed was an article by Ben
Funk and Frank Murray for the Associated Press. Funk and
Murray carefully reviewed the progress of the canal and its economic justification as well as conservationists' criticisms like Carr's
devastating critique of the claims of Army Corps Engineers that the
river would be left intact "except for the part between Sharps Ferry
and Rodman Dam." "It was like saying that one isjust going to cut
off the rooster's tail-right behind the head," Carr explained;
"That 45-mile stretch is the heart of the river.n43
Besides articles written by journalists, FDE officers published
their own accounts of the renewed fight to save the Ocklawaha. In
the autumn of 1969, William Partington, newly appointed general
chairman of FDE, reviewed the status and future of the battle in
The Living WiZhss, the magazine of the Wilderness Society.
"Oklawaha-the fight is on again!" reviewed the history of plans
for the construction of the canal and local initiatives to save the
river, as well as EDF's suit against the Army Corps. Moreover,
Partington extended the aims of the fight to save the Ocklawaha:
"We hope that our actions will encourage changes in the decisionmaking processes in the Corps of Engineers and other agencies
concerned with imposing 'improvements' on natural lands and
water."44
On May 14, 1970, Stewart M. Brandborg, Executive Director
of the Wilderness Society, appeared before the U.S. Senate
Subcommittee on Public Works in opposition to any appropria-

42. James Nathan Miller, "Rape on the Oklawaha,"Reader's Digest, January 1970,
7-8.
43. Ben Funk and Frank Murray, "Born of Emotion, Canal Still in Furor," TimesUnion &Journal, 21 December 1969.
44. Partington, "Oklawaha-The Fight is on Again!,"23.
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tion for the CFBC. After summarizing many of the scientific and
economic arguments against the canal that FDE had put forth in
its environmental impact statement, Brandborg called for investigation of the canal under Section 102 of the National
Environmental Protection Act of 1969. Friends of the Earth,
another national environmental organization, also supported the
continuing efforts of EDF and FDE. On July 15, the Washington
Director of FOE sent a letter to Senator Edmund Muskie's
Legislative Assistant outlining recent opposition to the canal.
For example, the Secretary of the Interior had requested the
Corps of Engineers to halt construction for fifteen months for an
ecological task force study; the Governor of Florida had withdrawn support of the CFBC pending further ecological studies;
the Florida Department of Air and Water Pollution Control
called the barge canal "the most devastating project ever undertaken in the State of Florida"; and the Florida Game and Fresh
Water Fish Commission called for a thorough reevaluation of the
entire project.45
One of the notable failures of the original campaign to save
the Ocklawaha was an inability to politicize the CFBC. While environmentalists viewed the destruction of the Ocklawaha as a clear
negative, politicians stood by the Army Corps' claims of economic
and strategic benefit. Coupled with support from national environmental groups, FDE had committed to developing the CFBC as
a political issue with political consequences.
On August 19, 19'70,William Partington wrote every statewide
and congressional candidate in Florida to determine their official
positions regarding Florida's problems of environmental quality,
with particular emphasis on the CFBC controversy. The
"Candidate's Questionnaire" requested only three responses:
1. Please briefly describe what you have done to promote
environmental quality and conservation in Florida.
2. Please briefly summarize your plans to promote environmental quality and conservation in Florida if Elected.

45. Joe B. Browder to Eliot Cutler, Legislative Assistant to Senator Edmund
Muskie, 16July 1970, Florida Defenders of the Environment Papers.
46. William M. Partington and Florida Defenders of the Environment,
"Candidate'sQuestionnaire,"Florida Defenders of the Environment Papers.
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3. Which of the following most accurately reflects your
position with regard to the Florida Cross State Barge
Canal Project?
1. Proceed with CFBC in the Ocklawaha River Valley
2. Proceed with CFBC using alternate route
3. Moratorium on CFBC pending complete re-evaluation
4. Abandon all plans for CFBC across central ~ l o r i d a . ~ ~
Of 390 questionnaires, 123were returned over the next fifteen
days. Forty-two percent chose a moratorium for the CFBC pending further studies, and 39 percent opted for complete abandonment of the project. Fewer than 10 percent of respondents
favored continuation of the canala4' Florida Defenders of the
Environment disseminated these statistics in a September 4th press
release. With 80 percent of the political candidates supporting a
moratorium or complete abandonment, Partington called upon
President Richard M. Nixon to suspend the project. "In view of
this unprecedented expression of opposition to continuing the
Cross-Florida Barge Canal by candidates for public office in
Florida," Partington explained, "we respectfully call on you to
implement a moratorium on construction of the project pending
needed additional studies. . . . We cannot equate the continuation
of this project with your administration's avowed concern for fiscal
responsibility and for conser~ation."~~
Unlike the earlier campaign, by 19'70, FDE and other environmental groups represented a growing coalition that could demand
politicians take a stand. What had changed between 1966, when
politicians blithely ignored the statements made at a public hearing regarding the CFBC, and 1970? Certainly, the organization of
FDE as a conservation group dedicated to saving the Ocklawaha
made a difference as did its growing political savvy.
Moreover, there were changes in the federal government.
President Nixon had undertaken several environmental initiatives
in 19'70. On New Year's Day, he signed into law the National
Environmental Protection Act. While he had played no role in the
passage of NEPA, Nixon astutely appreciated the bill's popularity
and somewhat disingenuously took credit for it as an expression of
Florida Defenders of the Environment, "Candidates Questionnaire," press
release, 4 September 1970, 1 , Florida Defenders of the Environment Papers.
48. Ibid.

47.
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his personal concern for environmental quality.49 The environment provided a cornerstone of Nixon's State of the Union
Address, in which the President argued for an America with a
cleaner environment. He suggested that economic growth was
only desirable if it improved quality of life, marking the first time
that a president emphasized environmental quality in a State of
the Union Address.50 Just prior to his address, Nixon's administration had arbitrated a compromise between the Dade County
Port Authority, the Federal Aviation Administration, the Army
Corps of Engineers, the Departments of Transportation and the
Interior, and environmental activists over a proposed Miami jetport.51
Despite the Nixon administration's claim that the Miami jetport resolution was its first environmental victory, historian J.
Brooks Flippen identified the Cross-Florida Barge Canal as a more
critical environmental controversy demanding the attention of the
* responded to Nixon's State of the Union
White ~ o u s e . ~FDE
Address with a January 27th letter, signed by 162 environmental
scientists: 'Your recent address on the State of the Union has
emphasized your concern over the alarming degradation of natural environment in America. We are writing to ask your assistance
in preventing further degenerative manipulation of one of the
most valuable natural ecosystems of Florida, the Ocklawaha River
Valley, and in averting probable attendant changes in the quality
of the subsurface water supply of Central ~ l o r i d a . " ~ ~i k ethe
Candidate's Questionnaire, the scientists' letter allowed FDE to
successfully transform the CFBC and the campaign to save the
Ocklawaha River into a political bellwether on both the state and
federal levels.
In short order, both the legal and the political fights concluded in favor of the environmentalists. On January 15, 1971,Judge
Barrington D. Parker of the U.S. District Court for the District of
Columbia temporarily enjoined further work on the CFBC in its
49. For a detailed analysis of Nixon and NEPA, see J. Brooks Flippen, Nixon and
the Environment (Albuquerque, N.M., 2000), 50-51.

50.
51.
52.
53.

Ibid., 53-54.
Ibid., 56.
Ibid., 57-58.
Florida Defenders of the Environment and 162 Environmental Scientists to
President Richard M. Nixon, 27January 1970, Series 301, Box 791, Folder 19,
Claude Pepper Library.
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summit reach and in the undisturbed part of the Ocklawaha valley.
In his decision, the judge noted that an environmental impact
statement had not been filed for the project as required by NEPA.
Just four days later, on January 19th, the President accepted the
advice of his Council on Environmental Quality and halted construction on the barge canal. "The step I have taken today will prevent a past mistake from causing permanent damage," Nixon
proclaimed; "But more important, we must assure that in the
future we take not only full but also timely account of the environmental impact of such projects-so that instead of merely halting the damage, we prevent it."54
Marjorie Carr and FDE had fully exploited the political system
by bringing about clear responses in all three branches of government: legislative, judicial, and executive. In an FDE membership
letter, Carr exulted both the court decision and the executive
order halting construction on the canal, referring to them as "conservation milestones." But Carr noted that there was "a great deal
yet to be done before the problems related to the barge canal project are finally solved." FDE recommended to the President that
the Department of the Interior undertake an extended, eighteenmonth study of the western end of the project area, that the water
in Rodman Dam be lowered to the natural river level, and that the
Ocklawaha River be returned to conditions that would qualify it
for Scenic River status.55 The last recommendation proved the
greatest challenge. Marjorie Carr and FDE fought for restoration
of the Ocklawaha for the next quarter century, until she passed
away in October of 1997.
Two monuments stand as symbols of the defunct Cross-Florida
Barge Canal. The first is ongoing efforts by the Florida Defenders
of the Environment to restore the Ocklawaha. The other, standing like a mausoleum to a once-beautiful river, is the Rodman
Dam. Despite FDE and other activist groups, the wheels of state
bureaucracy continue to grind slowly along. Not until January 22,
1991, did the Governor and his cabinet sign a resolution agreeing
to the terms of the federal de-authorization bill, thereby officially
canceling the Cross-Florida Barge Canal project. This action ulti54. Luther J. Carter, The Mdu Experience: Land and Water Policy in a Growth Stale
(Baltimore, Md., 1974), 312.
55. Marjorie H. Carr to prospective FDE members, 4 February 1971, Florida
Defenders of the Environment Papers.
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In October 1970, Governor Claude Kirk recognized Florida Defenders of the
Environment founder Ma jorie Harris Carr's efforts to preserve Florida's environment, while her husband Dr. Archie Carr looked on. Courtesy of the Flon'da
Photographic Collection, Tallahassee.

mately led to the Cross Florida Greenway State Recreation and
Conservation Area, officially renamed the "Marjorie Harris Carr
Cross Florida Greenway" in honor of the "Micanopy housewife"
who led the fight to stop the Cross-Florida Barge Canal project.
Marjorie Carr's successful fight to save the Ocklawaha River
emanated from her love of the Florida wilderness, her belief that
ordinary citizens could affect political change, and her view that
science could influence legislation. These values, which she
shared with other Florida environmentalists, provided a sound
basis of support for one of the first successful grassroots environmental campaigns in the United States.
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